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Abstract 
The paper discusses the differences in communication strategies used by members of intercultural families, which include: the 
degree of explicitness that is largely dependent on whether the communicator belongs to a high-context or a low-context culture; 
the use of understatement or overstatement; the choice of communication style and register of discourse; the form of self-
presentation; behaviour in conflict situations; the use of humour and silence. 
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1. Introduction 
Family is a private territory with its own norms of behaviour and communication rules. The interaction in a 
family comprising representatives of different cultures is even more specific, complex and closed for outsiders. It 
can be seen as a microcosm, a miniature model of intercultural communication, which embodies both the advantages 
of combining and integrating different cultural traditions, and the difficulties, which invariably result from the clash 
of languages, mentalities, values, and behavioural patterns. The aim of the present paper is to identify and investigate 
the use of different communication strategies by members of an intercultural family. 
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2. Methodology 
The paper is part of a broader research on intercultural family communication, which was carried out in 2006 – 
2013 by two scholars – the author of the present paper and Y. Bondarenko (Yakusheva). The mixed method research 
design included observation, use of questionnaires and interviews, narrative, biographic, and semiotic analyses. The 
respondents were 193 intercultural family members from 19 countries. The survey generated detailed accounts of the 
joys and difficulties of their family life, reasons for conflict and the reflexion of the cultural identity of family 
members in their everyday communication. The follow-up was face-to-face interviewing of married couples living in 
Russia, which enabled us to clarify and expand the data about intercultural families and ask more personal questions. 
The employment of narrative analysis provided an opportunity to explore first-hand information from people willing 
to share their thoughts and feelings with others. Biographic analysis dealt with materials about famous intercultural 
marriages: the British Queen Victoria and the German Prince Albert; the King of Morocco and the U.S. actress 
Grace Kelly; the U.S. dancer Isadora Duncan and the Russian poet Sergei Yesenin; the Spanish artist Salvador Dali 
and his Russian wife Gala, etc. Through the prism of semiotic analysis intercultural family communication was 
viewed as a complex system of signs (language, food, artefacts, religious signs, etc.). We also used information from 
fiction and films depicting intercultural family relations. 
3. Findings and discussion 
One of the main constituent characteristics of family communication is its informality. According to 
V. I. Karasik, everyday discourse is spontaneous, characterized by subjectivity, violation of logic and structural 
patterns, phonetic and semantic inaccuracy, substitution of words by their approximate equivalents (Karasik, 
2000:6), and functional fluidity when communicators modify their behaviour under the influence of a changing 
situation or social rules (Karasik, 2009: 67). In addition to the necessity for at least one of the family members to 
function in an alien culture and in a foreign language, these factors complicate intercultural family communication.  
A. P. Skovorodnikov defines speech strategy as a general plan or 'vector' of speech behaviour carried out through 
the choice of step-by-step speech actions devised by a communicator. Each step corresponds to a tactic as a means of 
realization of the strategy (Skovorodnikov, 2004:6). Communication strategies are actualized through both verbal 
and non-verbal actions. 
The degree of explicitness is largely dependent on whether the communicator belongs to a high-context or a low-
context culture distinguished by E. Hall (Hall, 1976). Voluminous literature indicates that representatives of low-
context individualistic cultures (such as the US or a number of West European countries) are apt to express their 
thoughts more openly and directly; for them objects and phenomena acquire their outlines only when defined by 
words. They are characterized by logical thinking, linear sequence of actions, activity-based approach towards 
dealing with problems, preference of facts over intuition. In their own turn, communicators from high-context 
cultures (Japanese, Chinese, Indian, African, Arabic, Finnish, etc.) tend to value ritual, politeness, imagery, allegory, 
presuppositions, allusions, hints, and intertextual connections. Russians who, over the course of their history, have 
been strongly influenced both by the West and the East occupy an intermediate position between the two poles.  
Scholars investigating communicative strategies of representatives of low-context cultures pay attention to their 
directness, which in the context of the present paper can be regarded as a high degree of explicitness. C. Storti points 
out their adherence to efficiency, as well as the fact that they are not afraid to lose face and are therefore ready to 
bear the responsibility for the consequences of their directness (Storti, 1994:76).  
The Japanese, on the contrary, say that they understand ten words when only one is pronounced. As M. Krylov 
suggests, in Japanese culture “the unsaid and the implied means much more than what has been uttered” (2012). 
Representatives of high-context cultures find explicit statements tactless and offensive. 
The clash between directness and implicitness can cause difficulties in an intercultural family, like in the 
relationship between the Vietnamese wife Millee (high-context culture) and her Australian husband Harry (low-
context culture): “Harry didn’t understand that she couldn’t verbally express to him her inner feelings, that she 
expected him to be able to intuit them if he loved her; and Milee didn’t understand that he was escaping from what 
he saw as her silent hostility towards him” (Romano, 2001:28). 
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In the UK the notions of explicitness/implicitness acquire peculiar forms. On the one hand, English culture is 
traditionally regarded as low-context because it values individualism, activism, and punctuality. On the other hand, 
the researchers of English communication practices point out its coded nature, indirectness, and ambivalence. The 
American journalist S. Lyall married to an Englishman remarks: “Things in Britain are so coded, so 
unstraightforward, so easy to misinterpret” (Lyall, 2008: 6). N. Moss (an American married to an English woman) 
believes that the nuances of meaning in British speech are directed at a subgroup of population. It is “a kind of code, 
in which few words are spoken because each, along with its attendant murmurings and pauses, carries a wealth of 
meaning that rests on shared assumptions and attitudes” (Moss, 1991: 7). 
The degree of explicitness is closely connected with the use of understatement or overstatement.  
If Americans tend to exaggerate and use hyperbole, understatement is one of the most typical British strategies. 
A. Murphy points out that Americans often exaggerate a compliment to make it more convincing: fantastic grades, 
perfect accent, the nicest jacket (Murphy, 1992, p. 99). The English, on the contrary, prefer ‘moderation’ as 
“avoidance of extremes, excess and intensity of any kind” (Fox, 2004, p. 403). As K. Fox puts it, “the taboo on 
earnestness is deeply embedded in the English psyche.” The English tend to use understatement: not bad means 
outstandingly brilliant; a bit of a nuisance – disastrous, traumatic, horrible; not very friendly – abominably cruel, 
etc. (Ibid). According to Fox, foreigners find this “utterly bewildering and infuriating. <…> How the hell are you 
supposed to know when not bad means absolutely brilliant” or just OK?” (Ibid: 67). 
Our Russian respondent Larissa says that her English husband who was impressed by the Russian frosts 
characterised such weather as a bit chilly; he expresses negative attitude by means of the word different and uses the 
phrase extremely unlikely as a very strong statement. 
The choice of c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t y l e  largely depends on the ethnicity of a spouse, as demonstrated 
by the following example (Italian husband Mario and Irish wife Deidre): “Mario’s style was by turns loud, 
demonstrative, frank, direct, fast, probing and aggressive. Deidre’s was controlled, subtle, evasive, insistent, discreet, 
cutting and conciliatory” (Romano, 2001, p. 139). 
Our respondent Irina (Russian) married to an American writes: “At the beginning of our family life I, as it later 
became evident to me, adopted a very typical Russian style of communicating with a spouse: somewhat casual, 
without due respect, without the magic words “thank you” and “please”. I wrongly assumed that it was no longer 
necessary to show off, since everything was already in place. Of course, it hurt my husband’s feelings. I am very 
grateful to him for pointing it out without humiliating me or making rows. I started noticing that it was the way 
normal families interacted – with love and respect – and started appreciating my American even more.” 
Equally important is r e g i s t e r  characterized as “a semantic concept,” “a configuration of meanings that are 
typically associated with a particular situational configuration of field, mode, and tenor” (Halliday & Hasan, 1990, p. 
38). In the Russian linguistic tradition registers are subdivided into high, medium and low, which correspond to the 
ceremonial/official, neutral/everyday and informal communication. The borderlines between the situations in which 
they are used are quite vague and difficult to distinguish (Karasik, 2012, p. 86). Nowadays informal family 
communication predominantly happens in the medium and low registers. However, because of the vagueness of the 
borderlines between them, cultural differences and fine nuances of the linguistic means used, it is very difficult for a 
foreigner to hit the right register. 
Incorrect perception of the style and register of communication can provoke conflict. E. g. English speakers often 
use the expression shut up as a joke in conversations between family members or friends. But it can seriously upset a 
Russian spouse because the corresponding Russian phrase sounds rude and offensive. 
In general, Russian swearwords are more connotationally marked than their English equivalents, hence a lower 
degree of tolerance for them in Russian society, especially in the presence of women. Their use in intercultural 
family communication can lead to grievances and misperception of the partner’s identity as too loose or, on the 
contrary, unsavoury and hypocritical. 
American communicative strategies are considered to be more forceful than English, which strive for politeness 
and compromise. Pushy and overbearing statements baffle and confuse the English, they are not sure how to react to 
them. The aforementioned S. Lyall (American-British marriage) explains how her communicative strategies changed 
after ten years spent in the UK: “I cushion my statements with qualifications, disclaimers, apologies, unnecessary 
modifying adverbs and back-handed ironic remarks. I am ‘quite upset’, ‘slightly depressed’, ‘a little unhappy’; I 
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think that Hitler was ‘not exactly the nicest person in the world’. When I dislocated my shoulder and lay in a heap at 
the bottom of a flight of stairs at the hairdresser <…>, feeling pain that was worse than anything I have ever felt 
before – even when I had the children – my overwhelming emotion was embarrassment. I said ‘Sorry’ in a meek 
little voice. Then, ‘I think I’m in a bit of pain,’ and ‘I might possibly at some point need an ambulance’” (Lyall, 
2008, p. 10). 
If the English find Americans too assertive and judgemental, Russians tend to express their opinions in an even 
more categorical and peremptory manner. L. Visson quotes the opinion of Fred, an American, about his Russian 
wife. He believes that for Irina and her Russian friends there are no nuances of meaning – everything is either right 
or wrong, good or bad. They know everything – from politics to art (Visson, 1999, p. 175).  
The form of self-presentations is a strategy of expressing one’s ‘self’ in discourse, which largely influences the 
way family members position themselves and build their interactions.  
It has been noted that in intercultural communication Russians display self-deprecation and inferiority complex. 
In the 19th century the writer I. S. Alsakov wrote that, like les Bourgeois gentilhommes who are ashamed of their 
relatives and renounce their origin, “Russians are in a hurry to condemn to the foreigners everything Russian, 
humble themselves, apologize for the crude Russian ethnicity and praise everything foreign!” (V poiskah…, 1997: 
189). The American journalist K. Bogert was also struck by the Russians’ “burning desire to degrade themselves” 
(Bogert, 1998). It is possible to give a number of other examples proving that self-blame and permanent inferiority 
complex are typical of Russian self-identification in intercultural settings.  
Americans, on the other hand, do not think it disgraceful to blow their own horn – which to the Russian eye looks 
like “aggressive self-presentation” (Ocherk…, 2001, p.181). Unlike Americans, the British are terrified of bragging 
and are always trying to play down their achievements and merits. S. Lyall remarks: “Americans noisily and proudly 
proclaim their Americanness; Britons shuffle their feel and apologize for their Britishness. Americans trumpet their 
successes; Britons brag about their failures” (Lyall, 2008, p. 6). 
To illustrate the English tendency for self-deprecation, K. Fox describes her first meeting with her boy-friend – a 
neurosurgeon. When she asked him why he had chosen such a profession, he replied: “Well, um, I read PPE 
(Philosophy, Politics and Economics) at Oxford, but I found it all rather beyond me, so, er, I thought I’d better do 
something a bit less difficult. <…> It’s just plumbing, really, plumbing with a microscope – except plumbing is 
much more accurate” (Fox, 2004, p. 69). K. Fox further reflects on the topic: is this being truly modest? No, she 
answers, it is ‘false’ modesty “playing by the rules, dealing with embarrassment of success and prestige by making a 
self-denigrating joke.” But this strategy does not always work in intercultural communication – many foreigners 
“take the English self-deprecating statements at face value” as lack of success and low self-esteem (Ibid: 69 – 70).  
In traditional Japanese families the level of self-deprecation used to be even higher: a Japanese husband would 
call himself a wretched character, speak of his ugly wife, stupid sister, children – real imbeciles, and mention his 
lousy home. At the same time he would praise his interlocutor’s virtues, his wife’s dazzling beauty and his home – 
real royal chambers (Natsional’no-kul’turnaya…, 1977). Nowadays Japanese discourse strategies are changing, but 
self-deprecation is still viewed as modesty and politeness.  
Attitude towards conflict in many ways defines family communication and can prove to be a stumbling block for 
spouses – representatives of different cultures who use different means to indicate the tendency towards conflict 
mitigation or escalation. In the study of intercultural marriages we regard the following parameters of conflict 
management: 1) communication style causing or preventing conflict; 2) behaviour of communicators in conflict 
situations; 3) face-saving or face-damaging strategies; 4) conflict resolution strategies. 
In many cultures conflict-free behaviour is regarded as the norm. According to M. Stabbs, Americans expect 
communication to run without complications, that is why misunderstandings and differences must be smoothed out. 
He believes that communication between Americans is based on the mechanism of self-regulation, which acts as a 
carefully tuned thermostat keeping the interaction in a desired temperature mode (Stubbs. Quoted in: Orlov, 1993, p. 
126). The same is true of many other countries in Western Europe.  
Russian heated arguments about politics, literature and films are seen by Americans and Western Europeans as 
conflict, they consider the Russian manner of arguing hostile and aggressive. Conflict can also be generated by the 
Russian communicative pessimism, negativism, and the habit of directing speech acts towards modifying other 
peoples' actions and moods (or, in a nutshell, reprimanding other people). According to K. M. Shilikhina, Russian 
cultural norms allow for correcting the interlocutor's behaviour, whereas in Western cultures the sovereignty of 
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individuals is protected by the constraints on the open expression of negative remarks (Shilikhina, 1999, p. 158), 
which are seen as an infringement on their privacy. It is possible to imagine how the interference of a mother-in-law 
or another relative in the affairs of an intercultural family can generate conflict.  
If it is impossible to avoid conflict, representatives of low-context cultures feel it is necessary to acknowledge the 
fact, explicitly express their attitude and unambiguously deal with the situation, whereas communicators from high-
context cultures try to mitigate conflict without splitting hairs. Both try to save face – the question is, whose face – 
their own or their partner's. Depending on this, they choose face-saving or face-damaging strategies. 
Conflict resolution is also done differently in different cultures. Americans and Britons regard compromise as an 
integral part of the interaction and the inability to achieve it as a failure. K. Fox writes: “The concept of compromise 
seems to be deeply embedded in the English psyche. Even on the rare occasions when we are roused to passionate 
dispute, we usually end up with a compromise” (Fox, 2004, p. 205). 
Russians, on the other hand, see compromise as a sign of weakness, a departure from their moral grounds. The 
difference in attitudes aggravates conflict in an intercultural setting. Forging a common strategy for conflict 
resolution is a complicated but necessary task for mutually rewarding family communication. 
U s e  o f  h u m o u r  is an effective and positive way to solve family problems. But in intercultural families 
producing and appreciating humour can become an additional communication barrier. As Virginia Woolfe wrote: 
“Humor is the first of the gifts to perish in a foreign tongue.”  
Cultural specificity of humour has been many times pointed out by scholars. Our respondent Tom (American) 
wrote about understanding his Russian wife’s humour: “It is hard. We even developed a hand gesture to signal to 
each other that we are not serious, just kidding. I understand some of the Russian humor, most of it I don’t. I don’t 
typically tell jokes, but I do occasionally try some humor (word play or saying the opposite of the obvious), but a 
significant portion of the time it is unnoticed. I mean it is either not understood or it is not appreciated enough to 
draw a response. We seem to understand each other better now than 20+ years ago.” 
A. V. Karasik indicates the following reasons why in intercultural situations people fail to understand each other's 
humour: 1) rigid thinking preventing the perception of hidden meanings, fun and absurdity; 2) fear of mockery, 
unhealthy tendency to ascribe unfounded meaning to any message; 3) erroneous interpretation of the message or 
situation. Overcoming this difficulty can be done through enculturation, i. e. penetrating into the new culture and 
mastering the alien social experience (Karasik, 2001, p. 23).  
Happy couples gradually learn to understand each other's humour. Almost all the families we have surveyed who 
have had the experience of a long life together indicate that humour helps them preserve the marriage, in spite of all 
the difficulties of intercultural interaction.  
U s e  o f  s i l e n c e .  Silence is a powerful means of communication, which, according to S. V. Melikyan, 
can perform different functions: meditative, rhetorical, temporizing, emotive, evaluative, discontacting, etc. 
(Melikyan, 2000). 
In different cultures the idea of the “quantity” of silence acceptable for adequate communication and the notion of 
a “protracted pause” have their specifics. In Sweden, Finland, Norway taciturnity is seen as a positive feature 
testifying to the person’s reflexivity, reliability, and honesty, whereas talkativeness is perceived as superficial, 
manipulative and unbusinesslike (Daun, 1999). Japanese conversation style also demonstrates a high degree of 
tolerance for silence. Americans, on the other hand, cannot stand long pauses and go out of their way to fill them by 
speaking. The same is true of South European cultures (e. g. Italy and Spain) where the ability to speak is seen as an 
evidence of emotionality, intelligence and competence. 
In intercultural families such a discrepancy can become an impediment, as in the relationship between the 
Vietnamese wife and Australian husband mentioned above: “She believed in silences whereas he couldn’t bear them. 
<…> She felt some things were better left unsaid, that too much discussion could lead to argument, while he 
couldn’t understand what he couldn’t hear” (Romano, 2001, p. 139 – 140). 
4. Conclusion 
The research has allowed us to identify communication strategies relevant for the success of intercultural family 
communication. They include: degree of explicitness; use of understatement/overstatement; choice of style and 
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register of discourse; form of self-presentation; attitude towards conflict; the use of humour and silence. The analysis 
of communication strategies proves that, in spite of universal characteristics of human interaction, the achievement 
of harmony calls for a substantial modification of patterns of verbal and non-verbal behaviour from its participants. 
The results of this study may lead to their practical application in family counselling, cross-cultural education and 
training, as well as in real-life situations.  
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